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Abstract: Even if in early modern philosophy the enquiries about the nature and the
origin of error focused mainly on its epistemological dimension, they could not
separate error from the practical element. If erring is human – but persisting in error
diabolical – how shall we behave towards error, in particular when it regards religious
tenets? In the seventeenth century many authors from different countries and with
different opinions answered this question with a pleading for toleration. One of them
was Leibniz, whose positions on this subject have not been yet methodically
investigated. This paper attempts to partially fill this gap, by focusing on Leibniz’s
objections to Paul Pellisson (1624-1693), an official of King Louis XIV and a strong
supporter of ecclesiastical intolerance. Leibniz’s position appears to be strictly related
to his conception of error, and shows how difficult it is to distinguish between the
ethical and the political aspect of toleration.
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Introduction
In early modern times, the investigations on error led philosophers to
several interpretations on the nature, meaning, and origin of this experience.
Even if error was universally considered as the most specific feature of
humanity, almost every philosopher1 had confidence in the power of reason
and, thus, in its capacity to counter error and attain the truth. Consequently,
understanding errors and their causes was not only an epistemological
problem but also a practical one, because if errors can be eliminated, then they
have to be eliminated. As the saying goes, “To err is human, to persist in error
is diabolical”. It is also for this reason that the investigations on error were
particularly pressing in theological disputes, which remained harsh till the end
of seventeenth century. In this context, “How can we deal with errors?” was a
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1. Except, of course, the skeptics. On the debate on scepticism in early modern
philosophy see Paganini 2008.
crucial question as well as “What are the faces of error?”. Among the several
answers given at the time, many voices pleaded for toleration. Oddly enough,
given the amount of studies on him, one of the voices less known is that of
Leibniz, whose conceptions on toleration, dispersed in several writings, have
not yet been made the object of specific analysis2. This paper attempts to
partially fill this gap, by focusing on Leibniz’s objections to Paul Pellisson
(1624-1693), an official of King Louis XIV3 and strong supporter of
ecclesiastical intolerance4. 
Leibniz’s position on toleration is fascinating for at least two reasons. First,
as we will see, it strongly depends on many important thesis of Leibniz’s
philosophy, in particular on his conception of error. Second, it shows how
difficult it is to separate the political and ethical aspects of toleration, contrary
to the standard description of the modern history of toleration. In general, as it
is well known, this story depicts toleration as a political practice adopted by
governements or, more often, only proposed by philosophers or politicians or
advocacy groups, to solve religious conflicts5. In this sense, English – but not,
for instance, Italian or French – distinguishes between toleration, which is a
political practice, and tolerance, which is the capacity to accept sufferings,
pains, and above all, other people. Leibniz’s distinction between the political
and ethical dimension of toleration is not so sharp as the standard view
suggests; most importantly, Leibniz’s conception of toleration seems to refer
more to an active and positive attitude, a virtue, towards others than to a form
of resistance against something or someone, which we would gladly destroy if
we only could6. Leibniz seems to think that toleration is important not so
much for living together without too many conflicts as for achieving supreme
harmony, which constitutes the deep and real structure of the universe and,
consequently, the deep and real goal of all men of goodwill. 
This paper is divided into two parts: first is a summary of certain positions
on error and toleration, appearing in the same period in which the debate
between Leibniz and Pellisson took place and useful to understand the context
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2. The exceptions are few. See for instance Beltràn 1994, Totok 1994 and Antognazza
2002.
3. To the best of the author’s knowledge, only Maria Rosa Antognazza has especially
worked on this debate. See Antognazza 2002.
4. It must be underscored that the debate between Leibniz and Pellisson could provide
useful suggestions also for understanding civil tolerance, even if it concerns properly
ecclesiastical toleration. This because, as Rousseau stated, «ceux qui distinguent
l’intolérance civile  et l’intolérance théologique se trompent […]. Ces deux intolérances
sont inséparables. Il est impossible de vivre en paix avec des gens qu’on croit damnés; les
aimer serait haïr Dieu qui les punit; il faut absolument qu’on les ramène ou qu’on les
tourmente. Partout où l’intolérance théologique est admise, il et impossible quelle n’ait pas
quelque effet civil», Du contrat social, bk. iv, chap. 8, Rousseau 1966. 
5. For a survey on the history of toleration see Forst 2013. A useful synthesis in
Lanzillo 2001.
6. An accurate and already classical distinction between toleration as a practice and as
an attitude is outlined by Bernard Williams. See Williams 1996.
of the controversy. The second part focuses on the debate and points out the
key elements that serve to outline Leibniz’s position on toleration, which is the
issue of an ongoing wider research.
1. Background: error and toleration
The concept of toleration and the definition of error are extremely closely
related. As Thomas Scanlon remarked, toleration «requires us to accept people
and permit their practices even when we strongly disapprove of them»7.
Clearly, there is no need to tolerate opinions or behaviours that we hold to be
true or right, and, similarly, there is no need to tolerate something if we are
indifferent about its truth-value8. In the early modern age, the need for
toleration arose precisely when different opinions about the religious truth of
Christianism emerged, with each one claiming to be the only and real truth9. It
is well known that at the time the charges of heresy or in general religious
error were countless, as were religious controversies and persecutions of
minority groups10. Therefore, it is not surprising that thinkers who pleaded for
toleration, such as Pierre Bayle or John Locke, had long discussed the problem
of error, attempting to overcome the traditional Christian judgment on error,
which stressed its culpability and, thus, its intolerability. 
To this effect, one of the most relevant tenets of Bayle’s treatise on
toleration, the Commentaire philosophique sur ces paroles de Jésus-Christ:
“Contrains les d’entrer”, written in 1686 immediately after the revocation of
the Edict of Nantes, is the defense of the rights of an erroneous conscience.
Bayle wrote,
je dis que partout où elle se rencontrera, soit en matière de fait, soit en matière de droit,
l’action procédant d’erreur sera innocente. […] je ne prétends pas excuser ou
innocenter ceux qui par malice contribuent à leur ignorance; je ne parle que pour ceux
qui errent de bonne foi, et qui de bon coeur abandonneraient leurs hérésies, s’ils
apercevaient qu’elles fussent des hèrésies11.
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7. Scanlon 1996, p. 226.
8. On this see also Williams 1996B. 
9. According to Williams here lies the difficulty of toleration, its being «at once
necessary and impossible»: «[toleration] is necessary where different groups have
conflicting beliefs – moral, political or religious – and realise that there is no alternative to
their living together; no alternative, that is to say, except armed conflict, which will not
resolve their disagreements and will impose continous suffering. These are the
circumstances in which toleration is necessary. Yet in those same circumstances it may well
seem impossible. […]. We need to tolerate other people and their ways of life only in
situations that make it very difficult to do so. Toleration, we may say, is required only for
the intolerable. That is its basic problem», Williams 1999, p. 65. On the difficulty of
conceiving tolerance as a virtue see Heyd 1996 and Scanlon 2003.
10. For an overview on the justifications of intolerance in the seventeenth century see
Marshall 2006.
11. Bayle 2006, p. 297.
Since in religious matters we must always follow the dictamen
conscientiae, i.e., the voice of the conscience, but the conscience can be wrong
about the truth, if we make a mistake in good faith, we cannot be blamed for
it, and least of all, be prosecuted. 
It is noteworthy that the argument evoked by Bayle in the Commentaire
was not new; indeed, similar comments appeared in Peter Abelard’s Ethics.
Here, Abelard maintained that the persecutors of Christ must be forgiven,
because what they did «per ignorantiam» or even «ipsa ignorantia» is not said
to be «peccatum proprie, hoc est, contemptus Dei»12. Since only the conscious
disobedience to God is a real sin, whoever does something unknowingly is not
committing a sin. This is the deep meaning of Jesus Christ’s sentence «Father
forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing» (Luke, 23: 34). Even
if Abelard’s opinion was condamned by the Councils of Sens in 1140, his idea
that bad deeds are not really bad if not consciously committed continued to be
discussed. The standard solution was given by Thomas Aquinas. His
arguments run as follows. First, Aquinas stated that we must always follow our
conscience, because it shows us the law of God, a point which becomes
essential in Bayle and, in general, in Reformation thought. In line with
Abelard, Aquinas observed that if ignorance is invincible – a fairly rare case,
by the way – and we commit a sin, we would be excused. However, and here
lies the huge difference between Abelard’s viewpoint and the conclusion of
Aquinas’ argument, to act against the law of God, natural or positive, is
inexcusable, because nobody, except insane people, can ignore it13. According
to Aquinas, heretics are included in the last case and, thus, must be
condemned. This is because a heretic’s ignorance is not one of fact
(excusable), but one of law (inexcusable)14.
As we have seen, Bayle’s tenet regarding this distinction runs in the
opposite direction, for Bayle subsumes the ignorance of law under the
ignorance of fact15. Thus, in Bayle, whoever acts according to her conscience
shall be respected even if her conscience is wrong16. It is important to
underscore that Bayle thought that this circumstance, the error of the
conscience, frequently occurred for two reasons: first, as he stated especially
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12. Abelard 1971, p. 62.
13. See Aquinas Summa Theologiae Ia Iae q. 19 a. 5. Aquinas 1962.
14. Aquinas Quaestio quolibetalis, III, q. 12, q. 2, ad 1um, ad 2um, Aquinas 1956.
Aquinas’ position was discussed also by modern theologians, such as Gabriel Vasquez
and Rodrigo Arriaga. See Massaut 1991.
15. See Mori 1999, pp. 276-277.
16. Here, it is noteworthy that many commentators have noted the defect in Bayle’s
justification for toleration. This is because, if we always act rightly when we follow our
conscience, how can we blame the persecutors if they are sincere in their convictions? For
an analysis of the so-called “sincere persecutor paradox”, see Mori 1999, pp. 309-311. A
persuasive defense of Bayle’s theory in relation to this paradox is provided by Jean Luc
Solère in an essay entitled On the Coherence of Bayle’s Theory of Toleration, forthcoming
in  «The Journal of the History of Philosophy». I would like to thank Dr. Solère for sharing
with me his analysis and for his helpfulness.
in the Dictionnaire historique-critique, theological and metaphysical truths are
not evident in themselves, and second, our reason is more an instrument of
destruction than an instrument of construction17. Bayle seems more inclined to
a form of fallibilism: contrary to Descartes, who founded the truth on the
subjective features of knowledge, which are the clarity and distinctness of the
ideas in the mind, according to Bayle our beliefs can thus be wrong even if we
have a subjective certainty about them18:
[l’]âme n’est point capable de discerner parfaitement quand ses persuasions sont
fausses, et quand elles sont vraies, puisqu’elles ont les mêmes signes et les mêmes
caractères: il faut donc ou vouloir qu’elle se defie de toutes, qu’elle les méprise toutes,
et qu’ainsi elle ne fasse jamais aucun acte de vertu, ou qu’elle se fie à toutes, après
avoir senti intérieurement qu’elles leur paraissent légitimes, et être arrivèes à la
conviction de la coscience19.
Since one’s reason is not always able to understand her being in error, we
have to understand each other, and, as Voltaire said, «pardonnons-nous
rèciproquement nos sottises»20. Hence, in Bayle, one of the main arguments in
support of toleration is the weakness of reason, which absolves men from their
errors in front of God and then, a fortiori, must absolve men in front of other
men21. 
The relationship between scepticism and toleration has been present at
least since Montaigne’s Essays. Bayle, however, contributes to its renewal and
diffusion in contemporary debates. It is also for this reason that thinkers who
fight toleration feel obliged to fight scepticism22. A paradigmatic case is that of
Pierre Jurieu, the “frère ennemi” of Pierre Bayle23, who attacked scepticism on
at least two occasions: the first in 1671, in a book written against Isaac
d’Huisseau’s La reünion du Christianisme24, and the second in 1687, when he
published the treatise Des droits des deux souverains en matiere de religion
against Bayle’s Commentaire. Jurieu wrote in Examen du livre “De la reünion
du Christianisme”, 
Il est vray, l’esprit humain se peut tromper quand les lumieres sont douteuses: mais il
y a de certaines veritez dans lesquelles il est impossible qu’il se glisse de l’erreur.
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17. «La raison humaine est trop foible pour cela [to refute Manichaeism]; c’est un
principe de destruction, et non pas d’édification: elle n’est propre qu’à former des doutes, et
à se tourner à droite et à gauche pour éterniser une Dispute», Bayle 1682, «Manichéens», p.
306, col. 2.
18. On Bayle’s fallibilism see Kilcullen 1988, esp. pp. 77-78.
19. Bayle 2006 pp. 321-322.
20. Article “Tolèrance”, Voltaire, Dictionnaire philosophique, Voltaire 1967, p. 401
21. One of the main arguments and not the main argument, which could be probably
found in the so-called reciprocity argument. On this see Forst 2003.
22. On this subject see Simonutti 2003.
23. The expression is by Elisabeth Labrousse. See Labrousse 1996, chap. 3. On Jurieu
see also Belgrado 2008.
24. On d’Huisseau see Simonutti 2003 pp. 296-299.
Qu’on declame tant qu’on voudra contre l’esprit humain et contre se faïblesses, je
soustiens qu’il ne se peut tromper à juger de la verité de ces maximes, le tout est plus
grand que la partie, la cause est avant l’effet25.
According to Jurieu, one makes mistakes either because she leaves «les
premier principes et bastit sur des visions et sur des maximes qui sont de sa
façon»26, or because she loses sight of the first principles:
Mais je soustiens que quand il se tient attaché à un principe certain et évident, il se
sçauroit tromper s’il en tire des consequences dans toutes les regles. Puisque ce n’est
pas la foiblesse de l’esprit humain que l’empesche de tirer des conclusions aussi
certaines que les principes27.
Therefore, we do not err because of a defect in our nature, but because of
one in our action. Although Jurieu often criticized Descartes and his method28,
he used several tenets of Descartes’ theory of knowledge, or, more precisely,
Descartes’ theory of judgment, to reject scepticism and the claim for toleration
that derives from it29. As well as Descartes, Jurieu stated that the cause of error
is the (voluntary) assent given by our mind to something of which we are
unsure. As we read in Des droits des deux souverains en matiere de religion, 
ce qu’on appelle l’entendement est une faculté purement passive […]. cette faculté
n’est donc pas proprement libre, […] ce n’est point elle qui donne le consentement et
ce que l’on appelle assensus. […] c’est la volonté qui donne ce consentement à l’erreur
ou à la verité. […] dans toutes les verités qui ne sont pas dans le souverain degré
d’évidence, c’est-à-dire qui ne se voient pas à l’oeil, sur tout dans toutes les verités de
foi, la volonté donne son consentement librement, particulierement dans les erreurs
que l’ame prend pour des verités […]. Celà êtant posé […] il faut necessairement que
la veritable foi, et l’erreur qui lui est opposée, soient des actes volontaires et libres.
S’ils sont libres, ils sont bons ou mauvais. […] Ainsi il est faux ce que dit le
Commentaire philosophique, que toutes les erreurs de bonne foi sont innocentes30.
Since our beliefs depend on our free will, we are entirely responsible, ergo
prosecutable, for them. Our good intentions do not count in deciding the value
of what we believe31. On the contrary: if we err, this means that our intentions
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25. Jurieu 1671, p. 225.
26. Ibi, p. 227
27. Ibi, p. 228.
28. Cfr. ibi, p.  249.
29. See on this Paganini 1980.
30. Jurieu 1997, pp. 119-120.
31. Antoine Arnauld affirmed a similar position in the debate on the peccatum
philosophicum, which emerged in the same years between Jesuits and Giansenists. The
thesis on the peccatum philosophicum was discussed in Dijon in 1686 under the direction of
a Jesuit, François Mousnier, and stated that a sin committed while ignoring God is not as
terrible as a mortal sin: «Peccatum philosophicum seu morale est actus humanus
disconveniens naturae rationali et rectae rationi. Theologicum vero et mortale est
transgressio libera Divinae legis. Philosophicum, quantumvis grave, in illo qui Deum, vel
are not good, because the truth is reachable, but we failed to attain it. Thus, no
toleration is possible toward error.
Now, similar arguments can be traced back to Pellisson’s Reflexions sur les
différends de la religion published in Paris in 1686, some months after the
revocation of the Edict of Nantes and in the same year in which Bayle wrote
his Commentaire philosophique. However, against similar arguments we find,
in Leibniz, replies similar to Bayle’s defense of erroneous conscience, even
though in Leibniz’s replies to Pellisson, as in all his works, there is no place
for scepticism32. 
2. Leibniz vs. Pellisson: toleration and justice. 
Paul Pellisson-Fontanier was born in Bezières, Languedoc, into a Calvinist
family of the noblesse de robe. His father was a member of the Chambre de
l’edit in Castres, an institution established after the Edict of Nantes and shut
down in 1669 by Louis XIV. The institution comprised both Catholics and
Calvinists and was in charge of discussing all cases involving the Huguenots33.
Pellisson studied law in Toulouse, but his interests were mostly directed
toward Greek literature – he even translated the Odissey – and the social life of
Paris. He was very close to Mademoiselle de Scudery and was a habitué of the
Académie Française. In the 1650s, after contracting a disease (smallpox)
which disfigured him and gave Madame de Sevigné a new occasion to exhibit
her remarkable humor34, Pellisson became the secretary of Nicolas Fouquet,
who was the famous (even in the literature35) superintendent of Finances to
Louis XIV before Colbert, and followed his destiny at the Bastille36. In 1666,
he was released and nominated the official historian of the king. Four years
later, he converted to Catholicism. As often happens, he turned into a bitter
enemy of the Huguenots, his former co-religionists, and, in 1676, established a
fund to support converts – but actually the conversions37. Ten years after, as
mentioned above, he wrote the Reflexions to preach the reunion between
Protestants and Catholics, an aim that in Pellisson’s view was very easy to
achieve, if Protestants acknowledge their errors and come back humbly to the
Roman Church. 
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ignorat, vel de Deo actu non cogitat est grave peccatum, sed non est offensa Dei, neque
peccatum mortale dissolvens amicitiam Dei, neque aeterna poena dignum», in Arnauld
1775-1783, vol. 30, p. 391. On this controversy see Beylard 1935 and Ceyssens 1964.
32. On Leibniz and scepticism see Olaso 1997.
33. See Niderst 1976. 
34. Sevigné used to say, for instance, that Pellisson «abusait de la permission qu’ont les
hommes d’être laids». See Tolra de Bordas 1860, p. 50.
35. Fouquet played an important role in Alexandre Dumas’ novel Le Vicomte de
Bragelonne (1848-1850) in which Dumas told the legendary story of the iron mask. 
36. On Fouquet see the thrilling biography by Necci 2013.
37. See Garrisson 1985. On Pellisson and his writings see also Marcou 1859. 
In the first part of the Reflexions, Pellisson identified as the central point of
conflict the different role given to reason by the two churches. Whereas
Protestants state that reason, more specifically, free examination, must detect
the truths of faith, Catholics surrender this decision to the Church38. According
to Pellisson, the autority of the church is the only universal way to reach this
kind of truth, because only few men can accomplish the examination required
by Protestants. Those who are ignorants and women cannot do so at all:
Que sera un sexe entier, qui compose la moitié de la république et de l’Eglise,
naturellement porté à la piété et qui donne de tres-grandes marques d’esprit en toutes
les choses où il s’applique; mais à qui l’éducation, la coûtume et les moeurs de nos
temps ne semblent pas permettre une si longue et si laborieuse recherche?39
However, Protestants were considered to lack good faith, because they did
not perform the same examination of which they preached40. Moreover they
did not criticize their authors, such as Luther or Calvin, and claimed that the
truths to be known in order to be saved are very few41. Since Protestants did
not perform the free examination, they were not allowed to say that they could
not believe something that they had not really examined. As Pellisson wrote,
l’incrédulité n’excusa jamais personne à l’égard de Dieu. […] elle n’excuse pas même
à l’égard des hommes, tant qu’on n’a pas examiné à fond, selon son propre principe,
les raisons qu’il y a de croire, ou ne croire pas42.
However, even if Protestants did what they said, they could not attain the
certainty required to be saved. This certainty can be given only by an infallible
authority, the Roman Church, which has several great witnesses («un grand
nombre de sçavans»43) and proofs in its favor, a clear sign that it is enlightened
by the universal light of God:
Apres la certitude des sens, vient la certitude des lumiéres générales répanduës dans
tous les esprits, en tous les climats, parmi tous les peuples; dont neanmnoins quelques
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38. «C’est un principe commun de l’une et de l’autre religion, qu’il fait croire les
articles de Foi, pour être sauvé: jusques-là elles sont d’accord. Mais quand il est question de
sçavoir si chaque particulier doit examiner par ses propres lumières les articles de Foi pour
les croire, les deux religions se séparent, et leur principes sont différens et opposez»
Pellisson 1686, p. 11
39. Ibi, , p. 83.
40. «la bonne foi n’excuse pas; ou pour mieux parler, n’est pas bonne foi, quand on n’a
pas fait ce qu’on devoit pour être éclairci; sur tout, aprés qu’on en a été souvent averti. Il
n’y a point de bonne foi, quand on ne suit point son propre principe: car on reconnoît et on
avouë ce qu’il fait faire, et on ne le fait pas. Ainsi, que pas-un de nos Freres se flate, jusqu’à
ce qu’il ait fait ce grand et difficile examen de toute sa Religion auquel son propre principe
l’oblige: il ne peut, ni devant Dieu, ni devant les hommes, être excusé sur la bonne foi», ibi,
pp. 18-19.
41. Ibi, p. 33.
42. Ibi, p. 80.
43. Ibi, p. 129.
extravagans se sont moquez, et dont nous n’aurions nulle certitude sans l’autorité du
grand nombre, sans cét ouvrier tout intelligent et tout bon, qui a fait nos esprits comme
nos sens, et qui a gravé en tous, ces premiéres vérites, comme pour marquer son
ouvrage. La certitude des Mathématiques n’a point d’autre fondement; tous ceux qui
s’y sont appliquez, conviennent des mêmes véritez […] La raison qui ne rencontreroit
qu’en deux, ou trois, et se tromperoit en deux ou trois cens, ne seroit pas raison mais
folie44.
Therefore, Pellisson overlapped the principle from authority, which he
grounds on the consensus omnium, and the modern celebration of reason – a
very acrobatic overlapping. The Catholic Church is the only church that has
the right to state the true articles of faith because it has the majority, and it
possesses the majority only because it has reason on its side. Hence, the
infallibility of the Catholic Church lies on the reasonableness, not of
Christianism as a set of contents, but of the historical and concrete form that
Christianism has taken, the Roman Church. Taking a position against the
Roman Church is then equal to taking a position against reason itself. This
explains why Protestants cannot be considered in good faith, because they
would admit their errors if they were intellectually honest and did what they
claimed to do, the free examination of truths. For this reason, they are formal
heretics and not just material ones, and thus, as true heretics they should be
treated45.
Requested by Sophie, Duchess of Hohenberg, Leibniz wrote to Pellisson
via Marie de Brinon, the secretary of the abbess of Maubuisson, who was
Sophie’s sister. His letters were published in 1691 in the fourth part of the
Reflexions without Leibniz’s consent, and despite Leibniz’s protest, they were
reprinted in the second edition of this part, entitled De la tolerance des
religions46. Leibniz’s reasoning called into question the source of our beliefs
by stating, first, that in order to be a member of a religion and, above all, to
change it, we must have significant reasons, because we cannot believe
anything if we do not have some proofs or grounds47. In fact, according to
Leibniz, any belief – just as anything else according to the principle of
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44. Ibi, p. 137, 140.
45. Therefore the heathens are not guilty, because  «n’avoient pas le mêmes moyens et
les mêmes instrumens que le peuple Juif», but  «le peuple Juif»  and the people «autrefois
Juif, maintenant Chrétien, qui a les même instructions et les mêmes instrumens, la même
revélation, la même ecriture sainte, les même sacremens» . By saying that they have found
«la verité que le grand nombre a perduë; et cela, non pas par leurs passion et par leur faute,
mais par le defaut de leurs esprits, et de la lumiére que Dieu leur a donnée», the Protestants
actually attack «cét ouvrier tout intelligent et tout bon», Pellisson 1686 pp. 143-144. It is
noteworthy that the distinction between formal and material heretics is analogous to the
distinction between ignorance of law and ignorance of fact. On this see Massaut 1991.
46. In 1692, Leibniz anonymously published a report of the controversy in the Acta
eruditorum. See Leibniz 1923 and ff, IV, 4, pp. 548-556.
47. Leibniz 1692, pp. 3-4. See also letter to the Langraf von Hessen Rheinfels 3rd/13th
October 1690 (Leibniz 1923 and ff, I 6 pp. 115 and ff.).
sufficient reason48 – is grounded on specific reasons. However, the reasons of
belief are twofold: «les unes sont explicables, les autres inexplicables»49. As
Leibniz wrote,
celles que j’appelle explicables peuvent estre proposées aux autres par un
raisonnement distinct, mais les raisons inexplicables consistent uniquement dans
nostre conscience ou perception, et dans une experience de sentiment interieur dans
lequel on ne sçauroit faire entrer les autres, si on ne trouve moyen de leur faire sentir
les mesmes choses de la mesme façon50.
Therefore, among the reasons that produce the belief, Leibniz identifies
reasons with «differens degrez de force»51, which can be communicated and
then justified, and reasons that cannot. Regarding the latter, two aspects are
stressed by Leibniz. The first aspect is the conscience or perception of the
object of our belief. Second is the experience of “an inner feeling”, an
expression that recalls the definition of self-knowledge, given by Nicolas
Malebranche in the Recherche de la veritè, which Leibniz studied in the same
days52. Both aspects concern the subjective side of belief, which is portrayed
by Leibniz, as well as by Malebranche, as the dark side of knowledge. As
Malebranche declared in the tenth Eclaircissement of the Recherche, «Nous ne
sommes que ténébres à nous-mêmes»53. Malebranche proposed this thesis in
the Recherche as one of the most important arguments for his rejection of
Descartes’ theory of ideas. Since the knowledge of the world through ideas is
real and true, and since we know the world through ideas, these ideas cannot
be modifications of our mind, because we do not have the real and true
knowledge of it. Malebranche defines the immediate knowledge that we have
of our mind as knowledge par conscience, which in Malebranche, and
contrary to Descartes, does not bring light, but darkness: 
[notre âme] nous ne la connaissons que par conscience; et c’est pour cela que la
connaissance que nous en avons est imparfaite. Nous ne savons de notre âme que ce
que nous sentons passer en nous si nous n’avions jamais senti de douleur, de chaleur,
de lumière, etc., nous ne pourrions savoir si notre âme en serait capable, parce que
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48. See for instance Monadologie: «§ 31. Nos raisonnemens sont fondés sur deux
grands Principes, celuy de la Contradiction, en vertu duquel nous jugeons faux ce qui en
enveloppe, et vray ce qui est opposé ou contradictoire au faux. § 32. Et celuy de la Raison
suffisante, en vertu duquel nous considerons qu’aucun fait ne sauroit se trouver vray ou
exustant, aucune Enuntiation veritable, sans qu’il y ait une raison suffisante, pourquoy il en
soit ainsi et non pas autrement, quoyque ces raisons le plus souvent ne puissent point nous
être connues», Leibniz 1961-1962, 6, p. 612.
49. Leibniz 1692, p. 4.
50. Ibi, p. 4.
51. Ibi, pp.. 5-6.
52. See the editors’ introduction to Leibniz’s notes on the Recherche in Leibniz 1923
and ff., VI 4 1803. On the relationship between Leibniz and Malebranche is still useful,
Robinet 1955.
53. Malebranche 1958-1967, vol. 3, p. 150.
nous ne la connaisson point par son idée […] Il ne suffit donc pas pour connaître
parfaitement l’âme, de savoir ce que nous en savons par le seul sentiment intérieur,
puisque la conscience que nous avons de nous-mêmes ne nous montre peut-être que la
moindre partie de notre être54.
Now, in highlighting the inexplicable reasons for our beliefs, Leibniz used
words that sound similar to those of Malebranche:
on ne sçauroit toujours dire aux autres ce qu’on trouve d’agreable ou de dégoûtant
dans une personne, dans un tableau, dans un sonnet, dans un ragoust: c’est pour cela
qu’on dit qu’il ne faut pas disputer des goust; c’est par la mesme raison qu’on ne
sçauroit faire comprendre à un aveugle né, ce que c’est la couleur55.
Therefore, according to Leibniz, the inexplicable reasons are also
inexplicable for the believer, who cannot make them known even to her
himself. This idea is present in other writings by Leibniz56 and strictly depends
on his account of the origin of human opinions. As he wrote, for instance, in
the Animadversiones on Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy, probably written
in 1692, at the same time as the debate with Pellisson, errors do not depend on
the will more than they depend on the intellect:
Credere vera vel falsa, quorum illud cognoscere, hoc errare est, nihil aliud quam
conscientia aut memoria est quaedam perceptionum aut rationum, itaque non pendet a
voluntate […]. Judicamus igitur non quia volumus, sed quia apparet57.
The belief is then a mental state produced by certain perceptions or reasons
and defined by its reflexivity (“cosciousness or memory”). When we reflect on
our beliefs, true or false, we can recall the perceptions that produced them, by
focusing on them. But this recollection is not completely in our power,
because, as Leibniz explains, «it is beyond our power to know or to remember
all that we will»58. For this reason, we cannot change our opinions as we want,
because we cannot know, be aware of or remember all the perceptions that
produced or can change them.
A similar argument was developed in the De obligatione credendi, written
perhaps in 1677, in which Leibniz denied that we could compel someone into
believing something59. Since an obligation presupposes that we are free with
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54. Malebranche 1958-1967, vol. 1, p. 451.
55. Leibniz 1692, p. 5.
56. See Letter to the Langraf of Hesse-Rheinfels, 8th/18th may 1685, in Leibniz 1923
and ff I 4 366.
57. Animadversiones in partem generalem Principiorum Cartesianorum, in Leibniz
1961-1962, vol. 4, p. 361.
58. «Sunt tamen quae sine culpa elabuntur aut non subveniunt, ubi non judicii defectu,
sed memoriae aut ingenii laboramus, nec tam erramus quam ignoramus, quod non est hujus
loci, neque enim efficere possumus ut aut nosse liceat aut meminisse quae vellemus»,
Animadversiones, Leibniz 1961-1962, vol. 4, p. 362,.
59. «1) Obligatio est necessitas imposita sub poenae justae metu. 2) Credere est
respect to the obligation’s object, – i.e., we can do or not do the action to
which we are obligated – but we are not free of believing or not believing
something for the reasons stated above, we cannot be obligated to believe
something else60. Here as well, Leibniz defined belief as the consciousness of
the reasons that convince us and underlined the limited power that we have
over our consciousness. Since most of our mental life is unconscious, as
elucidated by the theory of petites perceptions about ten years later in the New
Essays on Human Understanding, the first thing we have to do to change our
mind is increase as much as possible our consciousness, to understand the
roots of our beliefs, and then their legitimacy. Therefore, as Leibniz wrote to
Pellisson regarding religious beliefs, if at the end of this enquiry we cannot
find «la veritez sur certains point d’importance»61, we can still hope to be
saved. In fact, even if we err about an article of faith, and thus are heretics, we
will be material heretics and not formal ones, ergo we will not be
condemned62:
Les catholiques accordent qu’il y a des heretiques materiels qu’ils n’osent point
condamner: ce n’est donc que la desobéïssance selon eux qui condamne. Or celuy qui
n’entend pas les ordres, ou ne les comprend pas, ou enfin ne peut pas les executer,
quoy-qu’il fasse des efforts pour tout celà n’est pas desobéïssant. Si les Conciles
s’avisoient de condamner Copernic, plusieurs habiles Astronomes seroient en danger
d’estre ou hypocrites, ou exclus de l’exterieur de l’Eglise, malgré eux. Les opinions ne
sont pas volontaires, et on ne s’en defait pas quand on veut; c’est pourquoy
(absolument parlant) elles ne se commandent pas; suffit qu’on soit docile, et porté
sincerement à faire les diligences dont on est capacle à proportion de sa profession.
C’est pour cela que ceux qui ont juré de suivre certaines doctrines, et ont depuis
changé de sentiment (comme cela arrive assez souvent) ne sont pas tenus parjures63.
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conscium esse rationum nobis persuadentium. 3) In potestate sunt, quae fiunt si velis. 4)
Metus est voluntas evitandi. 5) Conscientia est nostrarum actionum memoria.
Experimentum Non est in potestate nostra nunc meminisse alicujus rei praeteritae, aut non
meminisse. Propositio I Conscientia non est in potestate. Demonstratio: Nam conscientia
est memoria per defin. 5. Memoria non est in potestate, per experimentum praecedens. Ergo
nec conscientia in potestate est. Propositio II Credere aliquid aut non credere non est in
potestate. Demonstratio: Nam credere est conscium esse rationum nobis id quod credendum
est persuadentium per def. 2. Conscientia non est in potestate per prop. 1. Ergo nec credere
in potestate est aut non credere. Propositio III Eorum quae non sunt in potestate nulla
obligatio est. […] Propositio IV Nulla e s t obligatio credendi, sed tantum summo studio
inquirendi. Credere non est in potestate per prop. 2. quae non sunt in potestate, eorum nulla
obligatio est, per prop. 3. Ergo nulla credendi obligatio est. Quod erat demonstrandum.»
(Leibniz 1923 and ff, VI, 4, pp. 2152-2154)
60. As Leibniz wrote in Modalia et elementa juris naturalis (1678-1680/81?) «Nullum
impossibile est debitum, seu impossibilium nulla est obligatio»  (A VI 4 2759). Hence
«impossibile nullis praemiis vel poenis procurari potest»  (Leibniz 1923 and ff, VI, 4 2762).
On Leibniz’s contribution to deontic logic see Kalinowski and Gardies 1974.
61. Leibniz 1923 and ff, I, 6, vol. 119.
62. «Il est tres-sur que les Theologiens distinguent communément entre les Heretiques
materiels et formels, et qu’ils condamnent les uns et non pas les autres» (ibidem).
Leibniz seems to believe that in order to be saved, the most important thing
is the attitude we have toward our opinions and not their being true or false. If
we are obstinate or, in Leibniz’s words, “opiniastres”, then and only then
should we be condemned. However, the obstinacy that defines bad faith is not
inevitably tied to error. As Leibniz noted: «On n’excommunie pas les gens à
cause de leur erreur, mais à cause de leur opiniastreté ou mauvaise disposition
du coeur. On peut estre de mauvaise foy et opiniastre lors mesme qu’on
soutient la vérité»64.
In this sense, a bad disposition can impede even the acknowledgement of
evident truths. As Leibniz remarked in a letter written in 1697 to Thomas
Burnett, in which he proposed a method to solve controversies, a project
Leibniz pursued throughout his life65,
Je suis asseuré que si nous nous servions bien des avantages et connoissances que Dieu
et la nature nous ont déjà fournies, nous pourrions bien establir la verité de la Religion,
et terminer bien des controverses qui partagent les hommes et causent tant de maux au
genre humain, si nous voulions mediter avec ordre et proceder comme il faut. Il est
vray que plusieurs sont si entestés, que quand on leur donneroit des demonstrations de
Mathematiques les plus incontestables, ils ne se rendroient pas. Mais il seroit toujours
bon d’avoir ces demonstrations qui feroient leur effect tost ou tard sur des esprits de
meilleure trempe66.
Hence, according to Leibniz, it is not the error that must be condemned and
cannot be tolerated, but the disposition, the habitus, that we have regarding our
opinions. Thus, whereas obstinacy must be blamed, the opposite habit must be
valued to the utmost degree. Now, for Leibniz the opposite of obstinacy is
love, which is the true essence of Christianism. As he wrote to Marie de
Brinon:
L’essence de la catholicité n’est pas de communier extérieurement avec Rome;
autrement cex qui sont excommuniés injustement cesseroient d’être catholiques malgré
eux et sans qu’il y eût de leur faute. La communion vraie et essentielle, qui fait que
nous sommes du corps de Jésus Christ, est la charité67.
Love plays a central role in Leibniz’s philosophy, especially in his
practical philosophy, because it is the core of the highest virtue, justice, which
is defined by Leibniz as “the charity of the wise”, i.e., a general benevolence
towards all beings according to the different degrees of their perfection68.
Justice grounds the rule of equity, which is nothing but the reciprocity
argument, known as the golden rule, which Leibniz resumes with these
words: «Quod tibi non vis fieri, aut quod tibi vis fieri, neque aliis facito aut
negato. C’est la régle de la raison et de notre Seigneur. Mettez-vous à la place
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64. Leibniz 1923 and ff, I, 6, p. 141, emphasis mine.
65. See the editors’ introductions to Leibniz 2008 and Dascal 2010.
66. Leibniz 1961-1962, vol. 3, pp. 192-193, emphasis mine.
67. Letter to Marie de Brinon, 17th July 1691, Leibniz 1923 and ff, I, 6, p. 235
68. See Riley 1996.
d’autrui et vous serez dans le vrai point de vue pour juger ce qui est juste ou
non»69.
Whereas obstinacy means to stand still in the position in which we are, a
habit that has to be blamed and condemned, to be just means to be able to
displace ourselves and reach “the place of others”. Charity, the core of justice,
is the sentiment, the affective disposition, which makes it possible to displace
and then overcome the singular viewpoint from which we look at others. 
Since charity is the essence of Christianism, and of the wise man, a true
Christian must be just and thus unwilling to condemn others to hell. To behave
like that would mean to be unjust and disregard the true law of God, which is
the universal harmony of the universe. As Leibniz wrote in a letter to the
Landgrave of Hesse-Rheinfels:
Je ne suis pas entierement dans les sentiments de Mr Arnaud qui […] trouve estrange
que tant de millions de païens n’ayent pas esté condamnés; et moi je le trouverois bien
plus estrange s’ils l’eussent esté: je ne sçais pourquoy nous sommes si portés à croire
les gens damnés ou plongés dans les miseres eternelles, lors méme qu’ils n’en
pouvoient; mais cela donne de pensées peu compatibles avec la bonté et avec la justice
de Dieu; car de dire avec l’auteur de la denonciation [Arnauld] que la justice de Dieu
est autre que celles des hommes, c’est justement comme si on disoit que l’arithmetique
ou la geometrie des hommes est fausse dans le ciel. La justice a des idées eternelles et
inebranlable, et sa nature est de faire reussir le bien general autant qu’il est possible
[…]: justitia est charitas sapientis, c’est à dire une charité, qui est conforme à la
sagesse, et charitas est benevolentia generalis; de sorte que celuy qui est juste avance
le bien des autres autant qu’il peut, sans blesser la sagesse; et puis que Dieu est juste,
il faut dire qu’il a egard du bien de toutes les creatures raisonnables autant que le
permet la perfection de l’Univers ou l’harmonie universelle qui est la supreme Loy du
createur70.
This means that, since loving implies following the law of God, whoever
loves does evidently not ignore this law, because she performs it. Therefore,
even if she is wrong, her error is only an error of fact, heresia materialis, and
not one of law: thus she should be absolved71.
3. Conclusions
Even though Leibniz is seldom mentioned in the history of toleration, a
brief survey of certain tenets present in his writings shows the relevance of this
topic.
As we have seen, Leibniz remarked that not only do we not have complete
power over our beliefs, but also, and more importantly, this defect is linked
758 Mariangela Priarolo
69. Meditation sur la notion commune de la justice (1702-1703), in Leibniz 1885, p. 57.
70. 4th/14th September 1690, Leibniz 1923 and ff, I, 6, pp. 107-108. Here Leibniz is
commenting Arnauld’s position in the controversy over the peccatum philosophicum. 
71. See quotation above, note 62.
with the subjective and unconscious dimension of our mental life. In this
sense, Leibniz’s criticism of the Cartesian theory of error, or more precisely, of
the role of free will in our judgments and beliefs, seems to emanate above all
from the rejection of Descartes’ notion of the subject as a self-transparent
mind, which freely decides what to think. It is noteworthy that this rejection
depends also on Leibniz’s definition of the individual substance, according to
which every individual already contains everything that has happened,
happens and will happen to her72. According to Leibniz, every individual has
then a story of which they cannot be completely aware, but which defines who
they are: their identity and character73. Thus, contrary to Descartes, Leibniz
does not commit the individual identity to an ego that decides by itself quod
vitae iter74, but to the infinite set of experiences which makes each individual a
specific point of view on the universe75. For this reason, in Leibniz,
subjectivity cannot be seen as the foundation of knowledge, as in Descartes,
because the subject is set in space and time with all her particular, and
therefore partial, perceptions of the world. Since it is this partiality, with the
confused perceptions that characterize it, which is responsible for error, error
is then, in Leibniz’s views inevitable.
However, as we have seen, whereas error is inevitable, the disposition
toward error is not. If we obstinately hold our opinions, if we do not leave
what Leibniz calls “the spirit of sect” to overcome our viewpoint, then and
only then must we be blamed and condemned. At the same time, since error is
inevitable and every individual has different stories and means, we should
rather try to reach the “place of others” and understand why they think what
they do, rather than condemn them for their errors. As Leibniz stated, «Nemo
de errore aut ignorantia directe accusari potest, sed tantum de neglecto officio
inquirendae veritatis»76.
This, of course, does not mean that according to Leibniz every opinion has
the same right to be held. On the contrary, Leibniz is still convinced that there
is one real truth, or more precisely, many real truths that are grounded in the
intellect or in the decrees of God. One of the most important truths is that a
true religion exists and can be known, as we read in the letter to Burnett. But
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72. See Discours de metaphysique, § 8.
73. On this subject see Phemister 2005, chap. 10 «Freedom».
74. As is well known quod vitae sectabor iter? is a line of verse by Ausonius that
Descartes read in a dream. See Descartes 1964-1974, vol. 10, p. 216.
75. As we read in the Discours de metaphysique: «toute substance est comme un monde
entier et comme un miroir de Dieu ou bien de tout l’univers, qu’elle exprime chacune à sa
façon, à peu pres comme une même ville est diversement representée selon les differentes
situations de celuy qui la regarde», §9, Leibniz 1923 and ff, VI, 4, p. 1542. See also
Monadologie, § 57, Leibniz 1961-1962, vol. 6, p. 616.
76. Cogitationes de externae religionis professioni mutatione, (1686/1687?) Leibniz
1923 and ff, IV, 3, p. 307.
77. This is the aim of Leibniz’s countless projects of founding Academies. See the vol.
7 of Foucher de Careil’s edition of the works of Leibniz.
for Leibniz the only way to reach these truths, to reach any truth, is through a
cooperative attitude77, very far from Descartes’ solitary feature, which allows
us to find the infinite seeds of truth widespread in different places, as he
himself tried to do: «j’ay taché de deterrer et de reunir la verité ensevelie et
dissipée sous les opinions des differentes sectes des philosophes, et je crois y
avoir adjouté quelque choses du mien pour faire quelques pas en avant»78.
Why, would Leibniz’s thought be important for the problem of toleration?
If we accept the definition of toleration proposed some years ago by Ingrid
Creppell, which sees toleration as «the capacity to hold both conflict and
mutuality together at the same time»79, Leibniz is noteworthy for at least two
reasons. 
First, Leibniz highlights the fact that knowledge is not only an
epistemological matter but strictly depends on who we are, our history and our
preferences. As Leibniz observes in the New Essays on Human
Understanding:
On s’attache aux personnes, aux lectures et aux considerations favorables, à un certain
parti, on ne donne point attention à ce qui vient du parti contraire, et par ces adresses et
mille autres qu’on employe le plus souvent sans dessein formé et sans y penser, on
reussit à se tromper ou du moins à se changer, et à se convertir ou pervertir selon
qu’on a rencontré80.
Hence, since reason is always embodied in a specific viewpoint, we cannot
expect people to change their opinions only because we compel them to or,
less bitterly, we have good arguments against their opinions. This implies that
when two or more positions are in conflict, we must consider this unconscious
dimension and attempt to find a way to understand the position(s) of the
other(s) from their point of view and not from ours. Of course, as Leibniz
himself acknowledges, this is a very difficult task:
Il y a des commodités et des incommodités, des biens et des maux dans toutes les
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78. Leibniz to Remond, 10th January 1714, Leibniz 1961-1962, vol. 3, p. 606. See also
Eclaircissement des difficultés que Monsieur Bayle a trouvées dans le systeme nouveau de
l’union de l’ame et du corps: «lorsqu’on entre dans le fonds des choses, on remarque plus
de la raison qu’on ne croyoit dans la plupart des sectes des philosophes. Le peu de realité
substantielle des choses sensibles des Sceptiques; la reduction de tout aux harmonies ou
nombres, idées et perceptions des Pythagoristes et Platoniciens; l’un et même un tout de
Parménide et de Plotin, sans aucun Spinozisme; la connexion Stoïcienne, compatible avec
la spontaneité des autres; la philosophie vitale des Cabalistes et Hermetiques, qui mettent
du sentiment par tout, les formes et les entelechies d’Aristote et des Scholastiques; et
cependant l’explication mecanique de tous les phenomenes particuliers selon Democrite et
les modernes, etc. se retrouvent reunies comme dans un centre de perspective, d’où l’object
(embrouillé en regardant de tout autre endroit) fait voir sa regularité et la convenance de ses
parties: on a manqué le plus par un esprit de Secte, en se bornant par la rejection des
autres», Leibniz 1961-1962, vol. 3, pp. 523-524.
79. Creppell 2003, p. 51.
80. Nouveaux essais sur l’entendement humain, II, XXI, § 24, Leibniz 1961-1962, vol.
3, p. 168.
choses du monde sacrées et profanes, c’est ce qui trouble les hommes, c’est ce qui fait
naistre cette diversité d’opinions, chacun envisageant les objets d’un certain costé: il
n’y en a que tres peu qui ayent la patience de faire le tour de la chose jusqu’à se mettre
du costé de leur adversaire; c’est a` dire qui veuillent avec une application égale, et
avec un esprit de juge desintéressé examiner et le pour, et le contre afin de voir de quel
costé doit pencher la balance81.
Second, and consequently, Leibniz underlines the affective dimension,
which is implied in all knowledge, whether true or false. In this sense,
Leibniz’s definition of justice as “the charity of the wise”, i.e. goodness plus
wisdom, seems to suggest that mere rationality is not sufficient to understand,
and hence to accept, refuse, or tolerate, the opinions of others. Therefore, if a
society wants to promote tolerance, it must not only improve its knowledge of
different viewpoints, cultures, and ways of life – a very important thing, in any
event – but also, and above all, every activity, such as arts, literature, and, of
course, philosophy, which allows us to develop the ethical ability to decenter
and reach «the place of others»82 through improvement in reflexivity. By
acting as such, we can reach «une union non seulement de tolerance, mais
mêmes de fraternité, et cela sans aucune violence»83. Overall, a utopian goal,
perhaps, but worth our pursuing.
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